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AESTRACT

Thres methods of preposed questicning ained a+
improving studen~ comprehension of shert stcries wexs tes4ed wish a
greup of high school students. The methods were as fcllows:
teacher-praepared, preposed questions, egelf-rreposad qu=stions
(student~pre pared) , aad schema self-preposed questicns (embodying
*aaaha:=apecified lxmiha*ians within which sgtudents preparad
quastions) . I* was found “hat when teachers prafoséd questions (a
Fépulagr techniqus) , comprehinsion tended to be narrewed because
students focu=ed 5n passages relatad tc the rrapoged quastlons) also,
students attemptad to sasisfy the teacher's purpose in reading rather
than thelr own, Tha student prapared self-preposed wethod tended to
davalnp ai-grasqive, irrelevant gquesticne, ard encocraged attention
¢nly %0 quastion-ralated passagas; *his alsa 1inrited comprehension.
Bant resule=s were found with the schewa self-prepo¢ed techniques in
which studen ts generated préposed, stcry-specific queestions based on
a schapa of cgntént*qann:al quastions. Questions were not only
galf-posed bu* vera also likely to fccus the readesr®s attention on
passages insvering quastions that vere pertinent and relevant *o
*hose asked o1 a ¢onten*=valld comprehetsicn %2 ¢t. (DF)
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A stoxy, which, by definition, 1is "an account, either truo or made
up, Lntended to lnterest the reader," has intrinsic appear for young
readets (8), In fact, a falrly recent survey {ndicated narration to be a

most popular reading type among students (4), Yet, desplte popularity,
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stories are sometimes difficult for students to comprehend. Of the -
teaching strategles focusing on improving comprehension, questioning

prlor to reading is one of the most effective (7). In this artlele, we

will describe three methods of preposed questioning aimed at improving

student comprechension of short stories. Examples of specific stories

and questions are drawn from recent research we have conducted with

high school students.l

Of the three questioning techniques to be described, teacher pre-
posed questions tend to be the most widely practiced. In fact, propo-.
nents of a well known teaching strategy known asiﬁhe "Directed Reading
Activity" view teacher preposed questions as an integral part of the
teaching process because these questions direct the students to attend

to the main ideas of the selection (2). Consider Ray Bradbury's short
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atéfy "All Summer in a Day," whleh deals with the emotions of school
children awalting the sun's first appeatance in seven years., Teacher
A, focusing on thu gtory's theme, might prepose these questions!
1. How 1is Margot different from the rest of the chlldren?
2. How do the children react to Marpoc?
3. What does this story tell you about human nature?
Students, then, read the story to find answers to the teacher's ques=
tions about theme. Teacher B, stressing the story's structura, might
prepose these questions:
1. Why is so much of the story devoted to dialog?
2. Does Margot play dn active or passive part in the
story's climax?
3. Do you agree or disagree that the story's ending is
abrupt and unsatisfying?
Teacher C, emphasizing the author, might prepose these questions:
1. 1Is thls story typical or atypical of Ray Bradbury's
work?

Compare "All Summer in a Day" with another Ray Bradbury

b
-

story you have read recently.
3. Why does Bradbury use science fiction settings to tell
us about human nature?
After students read '"AlL Summer in a Day," they engage in discussion,
writing, or other creative activity that involves both direct and
indirect use of the answers to the proposed questions, I1f the after-
reading activities don't relate to the preposed questions, students

will soon view preposed questions as a hollow ritual,



Self Preposcd Questions
The problem with teacher preposed questions is that students tead

to satisfy the teacher's purpose, not to thoir own., Recent research
auggoests that no two students approach a story with Ldentical experis
onces; as a result, what 18 "read fnto the story" varies (6). Alan
Purves (5) puts it this way:

« « » Sclentific research shows that there are a

minloum of 500,000,000,000 possible different re=

sponses to a glven text. ‘That's at least 200

different responses for everybody in the world!

(p. 42)

If each student is unique, Lt Is conceivable that teacher preposed ques=
tions will have varylng degrees of success within the classroom because
they will fit by chance some students' purposes but not other students',

A useful alternmative to make sure that students will be reading to

their own questions.

In a recently completed study, we taught an experimental group of
high school students to generate their own questions about a series of
short stories, as a means of improving thelr comprehension (3), The
procedure was this: (1) After receiving background information on the
story, students read the first two or three paragraphs; (2) at this
point, we asked them to write out several questions that they wanted
the story to answer; (3) they finished the story, reading to find
answers to thelr questions. In the daily quizzes they took following
the reading of each story, the students who generated their own ques-
tions scored consistently higher than the control group of students,

who read the same stories, but who used teacher preposed questions.



In this paper, we shall present only the instructional aspects of this
study, specifically the questions students posed and the use of schema '
generated quedtlons for gulding student's self=posed questions,

The varloety of student preposed questions is wide. Below is a

partial 1lisc of questlons that students genorated after reading the

flrst two pavagraphe of Hornando Tallez' "Just Lather, That's ALLl,"
a tense Interilor monolog of a barber as he shaves a revolutionary,

the town's cruel military dictator:

Student
1 Who was the man that came in (to the barber shop)?
2 What country are they in?
3 Was the barber scared?
4 Why did he (the general) take off the bullet-
studded belt?
5 The barber's fear is justified by what?
6 Who is the guy who is giving the shave?
7 What did the man (the general) mean to him
(ehe barber) in his 1ife?
8 Why does the man (the general) have a gun
holster on?
.9 Why did he (the barber) test the razor on his
thumb?
10 \ Where are they (the barber and the general)?
11 What happened before that day with the barber

arid the other man?
Sometimes student-posed questions focus on lssues not relevant to
the story. For instance, Joseph Petracca's "Four Eyes'" concerns a sixth-
grade boy caught in a conflict between his teacher, who thinks he needs

eye glasses, and his father, who's determined he won't get them. Yet,
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E&r pome roason, most of the students focused their questlions on the
personality of the teacher or on her seating arrangement, rather than
on the boy's nearsightedness, Interestingly enough, these students'
quiz scores were lowest on "Four Eyes," than on any other story lcsson.

Thus, Lf studonts propose irraleveut questions, the result may ba low

comprehonsion,

Schema/Self-Preposed Questions

With teacher=posed questions being restrictive and student-posed
questions potentially dig:esaive, a suitable mid=ground would be
schema/sel f=posed questions, A schema consists of knowledge structures
for tho orgonization and meaning of stories, It can be used as a syste-
matic way of examining a piece of text, in this case, a short story and
as a means of organizing and storing information within long term memory.
A schema can serve to define the limits within which students are taught

to ask questions,

Schema for controlled vignettes and simple fables have been de-
veloped and tested (6, 1). However, we had to develop our own schema
to deal with longer and more complex narrative texts, such as a short
story. A short story is constructed in a way that fits a problem-
solving type of schema. A leading character wants to accomplish
something, a goal (G). Enroute to the goal, the character confronts
obstacle 1, which the character overcomes, is defeated by, or is forced
to redirect to an alternate goal. Dbszacié i; 33 and up to the last
obstacle present the same problems to the character. When all obstacles

are overcome, the character reaches the goal. The outcome of a story



eventually Qcéufa when the character is defoated or is successful. The
theme of a story is what the author tells us about 1ife us projected by
the interactlon of the character, the goals, and the outcome.

Given this baslc schema for short storics, scudents can bo taught
an active way to read and Interpret any given story, by using schoma-
general quastions to generate stotry speclfic questions. Students had
no difficulty Ln using this strategy. For example, from the following

schema-general questions, students generated the adjacent story-specific

questions:
Schema-General Questions Story-Specific Questions
1. Who is the leading character? 1. 1Is this story going to be more
about the genexral or about the
2. What 1s the leading character barber?
trying to accomplish in this
story? 2, Will the barbex kill the general

with the razor?
3. What stands Ln the way of the

leading character reaching 3, Will the general be a willing
the desired goal? vieceim?

What follows i3 a complete list of schema-general questions which teachers
can use as they teach students to generate story-specific preposed ques-
tionsa;

Schema-General Questions

1. The leading character
a, Who is the leading character?
b, What action does the character initiate?
c. What do you learn about this character from this action?

2. The goal

a, What does this leading character appear to be striving for?

b. What do you learn about the chacter from the nature of his goal?

c. What course of action does the character take to reach the goal?

d. What do you learn about the character from the course of actien
chosen?




3. The obstacles
a, What {s the first obstacle the character encounters?

1, How doas the character deal with this obstacle?

2, Dous the charactor alter tho goal because of this
obstacle? How?

3. What do you learn about the character from the way he
dealy with the obstacle?

b, What is the final obstacle the character encounters?

1. How does the character deal with this obstacle?

2, Does the character alter the goal because of this
obstacle? How?

3, What do you learn about the character from the way he
deals with the obstacle?

4. The outconme

a., Doaes the character reach hias original goal or his revised
goal or no goal?
I1f the character is successful, what helped him most?

o

1, Forces within his control, Whieh ones?
2. Forces outside his control. Which ones?
c. If the character is defeated, what hindered him most?

l., Forces within his control which he falled to deal with?
2. Forces outside his control which he was unable to deal
with?
S. The theme
a, This story basically shows man's struggle with
1. Himself

2, Nature
3. Other people

Conclusion

Although stories make popular reading, students experience diffi-
culty comprehending some stories whether they respond to questions pre-
posed by the teacher or by themselves. When teachersprepose questions

that students are to read to amnswer, which is a popular and somewhat




successful teaching technlque, comprehension tends to be narrowed because
the students foeus on pasgages telated to the preposed questions. Also,
studonts try sgatlsafying the teacher's purpose in reading, not their own,
However, whon students are allowed to preposo their own quostions and

read to satisfy thefir own purposes, they tend to ask some questlons that
are digressive and frrolevant and attend only to questivnsrelated pagsages.
Consequently, they also limit thelr comprehension. However, when students
are taught to gencrate preposed story-speciflc questiona based on a schema
of content-general questions, the questions are not only self-posed but
they are also likoely to focus the reader's attention on passages which
answer questions that are pertinent and relevant to those asked on a
content=valid comprehansion test; under these conditions, comprehension

scores are likely to be the highest,
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